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What is Hinduism 


Words of Sri Aurobindo 


The religious culture which now goes by the name of 
Hinduism... gave itself no name, because it set itself no 
sectarian limits; it claimed no universal adhesion, 
asserted no sole infallible dogma, set up no single 
narrow path or gate of salvation; it was less a creed or 
cult than a continuously enlarging tradition of the 
Godward endeavour of the human spirit. An immense 
many-sided and many-staged provision for a spiritual 
self-building and self-finding, it had some right to 
speak of itself by the only name it knew, the eternal 
religion, sanatana dharma. 

— Sri Aurobindo 
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SECTION I: THE ETERNAL RELIGION 


Esa Dharmah Sanatanah 


(This is the eternal law) 


Esa dharmah sanatanah. Hinduism is no sect or 
dogmatic creed, no bundle of formulas, no set of 
social rules, but a mighty, eternal and universal 
truth. It has learned the secret of preparing man’s 
soul for the divine consummation of identity with 
the infinite existence of God... 

(14 March 1908) 


* 


But what is the Hindu religion? What is this 
religion which we call Sanatan, eternal? It is the 
Hindu religion only because the Hindu nation has 
kept it, because in this Peninsula it grew up in the 
seclusion of the sea and the Himalayas, because 
in this sacred and ancient land it was given as a 
charge to the Aryan race to preserve through the 
ages. But it is not circumscribed by the confines of 
a single country, it does not belong peculiarly and 
for ever to a bounded part of the world. That 
which we call the Hindu religion is really the 
eternal religion, because it is the universal reli- 
gion which embraces all others. If a religion is not 
universal, it cannot be eternal. A narrow religion, 
a sectarian religion, an exclusive religion can live 
only for a limited time and a limited purpose. 
This is the one religion that can triumph over 
materialism by including and anticipating the 
discoveries of science and the speculations of 
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philosophy. It is the one religion which impresses 
on mankind the closeness of God to us and em- 
braces in its compass all the possible means by 
which man can approach God. It is the one reli- 
gion which insists every moment on the truth 
which all religions acknowledge that He is in all 
men and all things and that in Him we move and 
have our being. It is the one religion which en- 
ables us not only to understand and believe this 
truth but to realise it with every part of our being. 
It is the one religion which shows the world what 
the world is, that it is the Lila of Vasudeva. It is 
the one religion which shows us how we can best 
play our part in that Lila, its subtlest laws and its 
noblest rules. It is the one religion which does not 
separate life in any smallest detail from religion, 
which knows what immortality is and has utterly 
removed from us the reality of death. 

(30 May 1909) 


* 


Other religions are preponderatingly religions of faith 
and profession, but the Sanatan Dharma is life itself; it 
is a thing that has not so much to be believed as lived. 
This is the Dharma that for the salvation of humanity 
was cherished in the seclusion of this peninsula from 
of old. It is to give this religion that India is rising. She 
does not rise as other countries do, for self or when she 
is strong, to trample on the weak. She is rising to shed 
the eternal light entrusted to her over the world. India 
has always existed for humanity and not for herself 
and it is for humanity and not for herself that she must 
be great. 
w 


Real Purpose of Religion and 
Catholicity of Hinduism 


There are four main lines which Nature has followed in 
her attempt to open up the inner being, — religion, 
occultism, spiritual thought and an inner spiritual 
realisation and experience: the three first are approa- 
ches, the last is the decisive avenue of entry. All these 
four powers have worked by a simultaneous action, 
more or less connected, sometimes in a variable colla- 
boration, sometimes in dispute with each other, some- 
times in a separate independence. Religion has admit- 
ted an occult element in its ritual, ceremony, sacra- 
ments; it has leaned upon spiritual thinking, deriving 
from it sometimes a creed or theology, sometimes its 
supporting spiritual philosophy, — the former, ordi- 
narily, is the occidental method, the latter the oriental: 
but spiritual experience is the final aim and achieve- 
ment of religion, its sky and summit.... 

The wide and supple method of evolutionary 
Nature providing the amplest scope and preserving the 
true intention of the religious seeking of the human 
being can be recognised in the development of religion 
in India, where any number of religious formulations, 
cults and disciplines have been allowed, even en- 
couraged to subsist side by side and each man was free 
to accept and follow that which was congenial to his 
thought, feeling, temperament, build of the nature. It is 
right and reasonable that there should be this plasti- 
city, proper to experimental evolution: for religion’s 
real business is to prepare man’s mind, life and bodily 
existence for the spiritual consciousness to take it up; it 
has to lead him to that point where the inner spiritual 
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light begins fully to emerge. It is at this point that 
religion must learn to subordinate itself, not to insist 
on its outer characters, but give full scope to the inner 
spirit itself to develop its own truth and reality. In the 
meanwhile it has to take up as much of man’s mentality, 
vitality, physicality as it can and give all his activities 
a turn towards the spiritual direction, the revelation of 
a spiritual meaning in them, the imprint of a spiritual 
refinement, the beginning of a spiritual character. 


* 


The religion which embraces Science and faith, Theism, 
Christianity, Mahomedanism and Buddhism and yet is 
none of these, is that to which the World-Spirit moves. 
In our own, which is the most sceptical and the most 
believing of all, the most sceptical because it has 
questioned and experimented the most, the most be- 
lieving because it has the deepest experience and the 
most varied and positive spiritual knowledge, — that 
wider Hinduism which is not a dogma or combination 
of dogmas but a law of life, which is not a social 
framework but the spirit of a past and future social 
evolution, which rejects nothing but insists on testing 
and experiencing everything and when tested and 
experienced, turning it to the soul’s uses, in this 
Hinduism we find the basis of the future world-religion. 
This sanatana dharma has many scriptures, Veda, Ve- 
danta, Gita, Upanishad, Darshana, Purana, Tantra, nor 
could it reject the Bible or the Koran; but its real, most 
authoritative scripture is in the heart in which the 
Eternal has His dwelling. It is in our inner spiritual 
experiences that we shall find the proof and source of 
the world’s Scriptures, the law of knowledge, love and 
conduct... 
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Central Truth of Hindu Religion 


This was the next thing He pointed out to me [at the 
Alipore Jail], - He made me realise the central truth of 
the Hindu religion. He turned the hearts of my jailors to 
me and they spoke to the Englishman in charge of the 
jail, ‘He is suffering in his confinement; let him at least 
walk outside his cell for half an hour in the morning 
and in the evening.” So it was arranged, and it was 
while I was walking that His strength again entered 
into me. I looked at the jail that secluded me from men 
and it was no longer by its high walls that I was 
imprisoned; no, it was Vasudeva who surrounded me. I 
walked under the branches of the tree in front of my 
cell but it was not the tree, I knew it was Vasudeva, it 
was Sri Krishna whom I saw standing there and 
holding over me his shade. | looked at the bars of my 
cell, the very grating that did duty for a door and again 
I saw Vasudeva. It was Narayana who was guarding 
and standing sentry over me. Or I lay on the coarse 
blankets that were given me for a couch and felt the 
arms of Sri Krishna around me, the arms of my Friend 
and Lover. This was the first use of the deeper vision 
He gave me. I looked at the prisoners in the jail, the 
thieves, the murderers, the swindlers, and as I looked 
at them I saw Vasudeva, it was Narayana whom I found 
in these darkened souls and misused bodies. Amongst 
these thieves and dacoits there were many who put 
me to shame by their sympathy, their kindness, the 
humanity triumphant over such adverse circumstances. 
One I saw among them especially, who seemed to me a 
saint, a peasant of my nation who did not know how to 
read and write, an alleged dacoit sentenced to ten 


7 


years’ rigorous imprisonment, one of those whom we 
look down upon in our Pharisaical pride of class as 
Chhotalok.... 

When the case opened in the lower court and we 
were brought before the Magistrate I was followed by 
the same insight. He said to me, ‘‘When you were cast 
into jail, did not your heart fail and did you not cry out 
to me, where is Thy protection? Look now at the 
Magistrate, look now at the Prosecuting Counsel.” I 
looked and it was not the Magistrate whom I saw, it 
was Vasudeva, it was Narayana who was sitting there 
on the bench. I looked at the Prosecuting Counsel and 
it was not the Counsel for the prosecution that I saw; it 
was Sri Krishna who sat there, it was my Lover and 
Friend who sat there and smiled. ‘‘Now do you fear?” 
He said, ‘I am in all men and I overrule their actions 
and their words. My protection is still with you and 
you shall not fear. This case which is brought against 
you, leave it in my hand. It is not for you. It was not for 
the trial that I brought you here but for something else. 
The case itself is only a means for my work and 
nothing more.”’... I knew all along what He meant for 
me, for I heard it again and again, always I listened to 
the voice within; “I am guiding, therefore fear not. 
Turn to your own work for which I have brought you to 
jail and when you come out, remember never to fear, 
never to hesitate. Remember that it is I who am doing 
this, not you nor any other. Therefore whatever clouds 
may come, whatever dangers and sufferings, whatever 
difficulties, whatever impossibilities, there is nothing 
impossible, nothing difficult. Iam in the nation and its 
uprising and I am Vasudeva, I am Narayana, and what 
I will, shall be, not what others will. What I choose to 
bring about, no human power can stay.”’ 


(30 May 1909) 
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SECTION II: SPIRITUAL CORE OF HINDUISM 


Constituent Elements of Hinduism 


The highest spirituality indeed moves in a free and 
wide air far above that lower stage of seeking which is 
governed by religious form and dogma; it does not 
easily bear their limitations and, even when it admits, 
it transcends them; it lives in an experience which to 
the formal religious mind is unintelligible. But man 
does not arrive immediately at that highest inner 
elevation and, if it were demanded from him at once, 
he would never arrive there. At first he needs lower 
supports and stages of ascent; he asks for some scaf- 
folding of dogma, worship, image, sign, form, symbol, 
some indulgence and permission of mixed half-natural 
motive on which he can stand while he builds up in 
him the temple of the spirit. Only when the temple is 
completed can the supports be removed, the scaffold- 
ing disappear. The religious culture which now goes by 
the name of Hinduism not only fulfilled this purpose, 
but, unlike certain other credal religions, it knew its 
purpose.... 

Indian religion placed four necessities before hu- 
man life. First, it imposed upon the mind a belief in a 
highest consciousness or state of existence universal 
and transcendent of the universe, from which all 
comes, in which all lives and moves without know- 
ing it and of which all must one day grow aware, 
returning towards that which is perfect, eternal and 
infinite. Next, it laid upon the individual life the need 
of self-preparation by development and experience till 
man is ready for an effort to grow consciously into the 
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truth of this greater existence. Thirdly, it provided it 
with a well-founded, well-explored, many-branching 
and always enlarging way of knowledge and of spiri- 
tual or religious discipline. Lastly, for those not, yet 
ready for these higher steps it provided an organisation 
of the individual and collective life, a framework of 
personal and social discipline and conduct, of mental 
and moral and vital development by which they could 
move each in his own limits and according to his own 
nature in such a way as to become eventually ready for 
the greater existence. The first three of these elements 
-are the most essential to any religion, but Hinduism 
has always attached to the last also a great importance; 
it has left out no part of life as a thing secular and 
foreign to the religious and spiritual life. Still the 
Indian religious tradition is not merely the form of a 
religio-social system, as the ignorant critic vainly 
imagines. However greatly that may count at the 
moment of a social departure, however stubbornly the 
conservative religious mind may oppose all pronounced 
or drastic change, still the core of Hinduism is a 
spiritual, not social discipline.... In all these four 
elements that constitute Hinduism there are major and 
minor differences between Hindus of various sects, 
schools, communities and races; but nevertheless there 
is also a general unity of spirit, of fundamental type 
and form and of spiritual temperament which creates 
in this vast fluidity an immense force of cohesion and a 
strong principle of oneness. 


w 
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Core of Indian Religion 


The fundamental idea of all Indian religion is one 
common to the highest human thinking everywhere. 
The supreme truth of all that is is a Being or an 
existence beyond the mental and physical appearances 
we contact here. Beyond mind, life and body there is a 
Spirit and Self containing all that is finite and infinite, 
surpassing all that is relative, a supreme Absolute, 
originating and supporting all that is transient, a one 
Eternal. A one transcendent, universal, original and 
sempiternal Divinity or divine Essence, Consciousness, 
Force and Bliss is the fount and continent and inhabi- 
tant of things. Soul, nature, life are only a manifesta- 
tion or partial phenomenon of this self-aware Eternity 
and this conscious Eternal. But this Truth of being was 
not seized by the Indian mind only as a philosophical 
speculation, a theological dogma, an abstraction con- 
templated by the intelligence. It was not an idea to be 
indulged by the thinker in his study, but otherwise void 
of practical bearing on life. It was not a mystic subli- 
mation which could be ignored in the dealings of man 
with the world and Nature. It was a living spiritual 
Truth, an Entity, a Power, a Presence that could be 
sought by all according to their degree of capacity and 
seized in a thousand ways through life and beyond life. 
This Truth was to be lived and even to be made the 
governing idea of thought and life and action. This 
recognition and pursuit of something or someone 
Supreme behind all forms is the one universal credo of 
Indian religion, and if it has taken a hundred shapes, it 
was precisely because it was so much alive. The 
Infinite alone justifies the existence of the finite and 
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the finite by itself has no entirely separate value or 
independent existence. Life, if it is not an illusion, is a 
divine Play, a manifestation of the glory of the Infinite. 
Or it is a means by which the soul growing in Nature 
through countless forms and many lives can approach, 
touch, feel and unite itself through love and knowledge 
and faith and adoration and a Godward will in works 
with this transcendent Being and this infinite Exist- 
ence. This Self or this self-existent Being is the one 
supreme reality, and all things else are either only 
appearances or only true by dependence upon it. It 
follows that self-realisation and God-realisation are the 
great business of the living and thinking human being. 
All life and thought are in the end a means of progress 
towards self-realisation and God-realisation. 

Indian religion never considered intellectual or 
theological conceptions about the supreme Truth to be 
the one thing of central importance. To pursue that 
Truth under whatever conception or whatever form, to 
attain to it by inner experience, to live in it in con- 
sciousness, this it held to be the sole thing needful. One 
school or sect might consider the real self of man to be 
indivisibly one with the universal Self or the supreme 
Spirit. Another might regard man as one with the 
Divine in essence but different from him in Nature. A 
third might hold God, Nature and the individual soul 
in man to be three eternally different powers of being. 
But for all the truth of self held with equal force; for 
even to the Indian dualist, God is the supreme self and 
reality in whorh and by whom Nature and man live, 
move and have their being and, if you eliminate God 
from his view of things, Nature and man would lose for 
him all their meaning and importance. The Spirit, 
universal Nature (whether called Maya, Prakriti or 
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Shakti) and the soul in living beings, Jiva, are the three 
truths which are universally admitted by all the many 
religious sects and conflicting religious philosophies of 
India. Universal also is the admission that the dis- 
covery of the inner spiritual self in man, the divine 
soul in him, and some kind of living: and uniting 
contact or absolute unity of the soul in man with God 
or supreme Self or eternal Brahman is the condition of 
spiritual perfection. It is open to us to conceive and 
have experience of the Divine as an impersonal 
Absolute and Infinite or to approach and know and 
feel Him as a transcendent and universal sempiternal 
Person: but whatever be our way of reaching him, the 
one important truth of spiritual experience is that he is 
in the heart and centre of all existence and all exist- 
ence is in him and to find him is the great self-finding. 
Differences of credal belief are to the Indian mind 
nothing more than various ways of seeing the one Self 
and Godhead in all. Self-realisation is the one thing 
needful; to open to the inner Spirit, to live in the 
Infinite, to seek after and discover the Eternal, to be in 
union with God, that is the common idea and aim of 
religion, that is the sense of spiritual salvation, that is 
the living Truth that fulfils and releases. This dynamic 
following after the highest spiritual truth and the 
highest spiritual aim are the uniting bond of Indian 
religion and, behind all its thousand forms, its one 
common essence. 

. not only was this greatest and widest spiritual 
truth seen in India with the boldest largeness, felt and 
expressed with a unique intensity, and approached 
from all possible sides, but it was made consciously the 
grand uplifting idea of life, the core of all thinking, the 
foundation of all religion, the secret sense and de- 
clared ultimate aim of human existence. 
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The Cosmic Vision 


Indian religion has always felt that since the minds, 
the temperaments, the intellectual affinities of men are 
unlimited in their variety, a perfect liberty of thought 
and of worship must be allowed to the individual in his 
approach to the Infinite.... The atheist and the agnostic 
were free from persecution in India. Buddhism and 
Jainism might be disparaged as unorthodox religions, 
but they were allowed to live freely side by side with 
the orthodox creeds and philosophies; in her eager 
thirst for truth she gave them their full chance, tested 
all their values, and as much of their truth as was 
assimilable was taken into the stock of the common 
and always enlarging continuity of her spiritual expe- 
rience. That ageless continuity was carefully conserved, 
but it admitted light from all quarters. In later times the 
saints who reached some fusion of the Hindu and the 
Islamic teaching were freely and immediately recog- 
nised as leaders of Hindu religion, — even, in some 
cases, when they started with a Mussulman birth and 
from the Mussulman standpoint. The Yogin who 
developed a new path of Yoga, the religious teacher 
who founded a new order, the thinker who built up a 
novel statement of the many-sided truth of spiritual 
existence, found no serious obstacle to their practice or 
their propaganda. At most they had to meet the 
opposition of the priest and Pundit instinctively ad- 
verse to any change; but this had only to be lived down 
for the new element to be received into the free and 
pliant body of the national religion and its ever plastic 
ordert.... 

The many-sided plasticity of Indian cult and spiri- 
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tual experience is the native sign of its truth, its living 
reality, the unfettered sincerity of its search and find- 
ing; but this plasticity is a constant stumbling-block to 
the European mind. The religious thinking of Europe is 
accustomed to rigid impoverishing definitions, to strict 
exclusions, to a constant preoccupation with the out- 
ward idea, the organisation, the form. A precise creed 
framed by the logical or theological intellect, a strict 
and definite moral code to fix the conduct, a bundle of 
observances and ceremonies, a firm ecclesiastical or 
congregational organisation, that is western religion. 
Once the spirit is safely imprisoned and chained up in 
these things, some emotional fervours and even a 
certain amount of mystic seeking can be tolerated — 
within rational limits; but, after all, it is perhaps safest 
to do without these dangerous spices. Trained in these 
conceptions, the European critic comes to India and is 
struck by the immense mass and intricacy of a poly- 
theistic cult crowned at its summit by a belief in the 
one Infinite. This belief he erroneously supposes to be 
identical with the barren and abstract intellectual 
pantheism of the West. He applies with an obstinate 
prejudgment the ideas and definitions of his own 
thinking, and this illegitimate importation has fixed 
many false values on Indian spiritual conceptions, — 
unhappily, even in the mind of ‘“‘educated”’ India. But 
where our religion eludes his fixed standards, mis- 
understanding, denunciation and supercilious con- 
demnation come at once to his rescue. The Indian 
mind, on the contrary, is averse to intolerant mental 
exclusions; for a great force of intuition and inner 
experience had given it from the beginning that to- 
wards which the mind of the West is only now reaching 
with much fumbling and difficulty, — the cosmic 
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consciousness, the cosmic vision. Even when it sees the 
One without a second, it still admits his duality of 
Spirit and Nature; it leaves room for his many trinities 
and million aspects. Even when it concentrates on a 
single limiting aspect of the Divinity and seems to see 
nothing but that, it still keeps instinctively at the back 
of its consciousness the sense of the All and the idea of 
the One. Even when it distributes its worship among 
many objects, it looks at the same time through the 
objects of its worship and sees beyond the multitude of 
godheads the unity of the Supreme. This synthetic turn 
is not peculiar to the mystics or to a small literate class 
or to philosophic thinkers nourished on the high 
sublimities of the Veda and Vedanta. It permeates the 
popular mind nourished on the thoughts, images, 
traditions, and cultural symbols of the Purana and 
Tantra; for these things are only concrete representa- 
tions or living figures of the synthetic monism, the 
many-sided unitarianism, the large cosmic universal- 
ism of the Vedic scriptures. 

Indian religion founded itself on the conception of 
a timeless, nameless and formless Supreme, but it did 
not feel called upon like the narrower and more igno- 
rant monotheisms of the younger races, to deny or 
abolish all intermediary forms and names and powers 
and personalities of the Eternal and Infinite. A colour- 
less monism or a pale vague transcendental Theism 
was not its beginning, its middle and its end. The one 
Godhead is worshipped as the All, for all in the 
universe is he or made out of his being or his nature. 
But Indian religion is not therefore pantheism; for 
beyond this universality it recognises the supra-cosmic 
Eternal. Indian polytheism is not the popular poly- 
theism of ancient Europe; for here the worshipper of 
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many gods still knows that all his divinities are forms, 
names, personalities and powers of the One; his gods 
proceed from the one Purusha, his goddesses are 
energies of the one divine Force. Those ways of Indian 
cult which most resemble a popular form of Theism, 
are still something more; for they do not exclude, but 
admit the many aspects of God. Indian image-worship 
is not the idolatry of a barbaric or undeveloped mind, 
for even the most ignorant know that the image is a 
symbol and support and can throw it away when its 
use is over. The later religious forms which most felt 
the impress of the Islamic idea, like Nanak’s worship of 
the timeless One, Akala, and the reforming creeds of 
today, born under the influence of the West, yet draw 
away from the limitations of western or Semitic 
monotheism. Irresistibly they turn from these infantile 
conceptions towards the fathomless truth of Vedanta. 
The divine Personality of God and his human relations 
with man are strongly stressed by Vaishnavism and 
Shaivism as the most dynamic Truth; but that is not 
the whole of these religions, and this divine Persona- 
lity is not the limited magnified-human personal God 
of the West. Indian religion cannot be described by any 
of the definitions known to the occidental intelligence. 
In its totality it has been a free and tolerant synthesis of 
all spiritual worship and experience. Observing the 
one Truth from all its many sides, it shut out none. It 
gave itself no specific name and bound itself by no 
limiting distinction. Allowing separative designations 
for its constituting cults and divisions, it remained 
itself nameless, formless, universal, infinite, like the 
Brahman of its agelong seeking. 
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_ Three Fundamentals of Hindu Religion 


If we are asked, ‘But after all what is Hinduism, what 
does it teach, what does it practise, what are its 
common factors?’, we can answer that Indian religion 
is founded upon three basic ideas or rather three 
fundamentals of a highest and widest spiritual expe- 
rience. First comes the idea of the One Existence of the 
Veda to whom sages give different names, the One 
without a second of the Upanishads who is All that is, 
and beyond all that is, the Permanent of the Buddhists, 
the Absolute of the Illusionists, the supreme God or 
Purusha of the Theists who holds in his power the soul 
and Nature, — in a word the Eternal, the Infinite. This is 
the first common foundation; but it can be and is 
expressed in an endless variety of formulas by the 
human intelligence. To discover and closely approach 
and enter into whatever kind or degree of unity with 
this Permanent, this Infinite, this Eternal, is the highest 
height and last effort of its spiritual experience. That is 
the first universal credo of the religious mind of India. 

Admit in whatever formula this foundation, follow 
this great spiritual aim by one of the thousand paths 
recognised in India or even any new path which 
branches off from them and you are at the core of the 
religion. For its second basic idea is the manifold way 
of man’s approach to the Eternal and Infinite. The 
Infinite is full of many infinities and each of these 
infinities is itself the very Eternal. And here in the 
limitations of the cosmos God manifests himself and 
fulfils himself in the world in many ways, but each is 
the way of the Eternal. For in each finite we can 
discover and through all things as his forms and 
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symbols we can approach the Infinite; all cosmic 
powers are manifestations, all forces are forces of the 
One. The gods behind the workings of Nature are to be 
seen and adored as powers, names and personalities of 
the one Godhead. An infinite Conscious-Force, execu- 
tive Energy, Will or Law, Maya, Prakriti, Shakti or 
Karma, is behind all happenings, whether to us they 
seem good or bad, acceptable or unacceptable, fortu- 
nate or adverse. The Infinite creates and is Brahma; it 
preserves and is Vishnu; it destroys or takes to itself 
and is Rudra or Shiva. The supreme Energy beneficent 
in upholding and protection is or else formulates itself 
as the Mother of the worlds, Luxmi or Durga. Or 
beneficent even in the mask of destruction it is Chandi 
or it is Kali, the dark Mother. The One Godhead 
manifests himself in the form of his qualities in various 
names and godheads. The God of divine love of the 
Vaishnava, the God of divine power of the Shakta 
appear as two different godheads; but in truth they are 
the one infinite Deity in different figures.’ One may 
approach the Supreme through any of these names and 
forms, with knowledge or in ignorance; for through 
them and beyond them we can proceed at last to the 
supreme experience. 

One thing however has to be noted that while many 
modernised Indian religionists tend, by way of an 
intellectual compromise with modern materialistic 
rationalism, to explain away these things as symbols, 
the ancient Indian religious mentality saw them not 


' This explanation of Indian polytheism is not a modern inven- 
tion created to meet western reproaches; it is to be found explicitly 
stated in the Gita; it is, still earlier, the sense of the Upanishads; it 
was clearly stated in so many words in the first ancient days by the 
“primitive” poets (in truth the profound mystics) of the Veda. 
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only as symbols but as world-realities, — even if to the 
Illusionist realities only of the world of Maya. For 
between the highest unimaginable Existence and our 
material way of being the spiritual and psychic 
knowledge of India did not fix a gulf as between two 
unrelated opposites. It was aware of other psycholo- 
gical planes of consciousness and experience and the 
truths of these supraphysical planes were no less real 
to it than the outward truths of the material universe. 
Man approaches God at first according to his psycho- 
logical nature and his capacity for deeper experience, 
svabhava, adhikara. The level of Truth, the plane of 
consciousness he can reach is determined by the inner 
evolutionary stage. Thence comes the variety of reli- 
gious cult, but its data are not imaginary structures, 
inventions of priests or poets, but truths of a supra- 
physical existence intermediate between the conscious- 
ness of the physical world and the ineffable super- 
conscience of the Absolute. 

The idea of strongest consequence at the base of 
Indian religion is the most dynamic for the inner 
spiritual life. It is that while the Supreme or the Divine 
can be approached through a universal consciousness 
and by piercing through all inner and outer ‘Nature, 
That or He can be met by each individual soul in itself, 
in its own spiritual part, because there is something in 
it that is intimately one or at least intimately related 
with the one divine Existence. The essence of Indian 
religion is to aim at so growing and so living that we 
can grow out of the Ignorance which veils this self- 
knowledge from our mind and life and become aware 
of the Divinity within us. These three things put 
together are the whole of Hindu religion, its essential 
sense and, if any credo is needed, its credo. 
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SECTION III: A CALL TO THE NATION 


Importance of the Veda 
(Recovery of Its Truth) 


Since our earliest ages the Veda has been, in the 
invincible tradition of our race, the bedrock of all our 
creeds; in this our goddess of veiled and ancient 
speech we have always persisted in seeing the fruitful 
mother of all our Indian spirituality. For it is nothing 
but the simple truth, evident whenever we look below 
the surface & beyond the details, that every creed, sect, 
school of philosophy which has had any roots in our 
Indian temperament or any vitality of survival in our 
Indian surroundings has been in its secret nature, if not 
in its open features, a child of the eternal Vedic 
inspiration. All the outbursts of religious life that have 
helped to maintain or renew through the course of 
several millenniums the vitality of our race, the eternal 
richness and fruitfulness of our ancient culture, the 
fineness and profound sincerity of our undying spiri- 
tual attainment and endeavour, were derived, if we 
trace them to their remote sources, from the word or the 
substance of the Veda. All our religious innovators, 
restorers, systematisers, wittingly or unwittingly, of 
good will or against their grain, have been stirred to 
their task by some vibration that reached them from 
those far-off ages. Our Darshana, Tantra and Purana, 
our Shaivism, Shaktism and Vaishnavism, our ortho- 
doxy, heresy and heterodoxy, even when they have 
been the most perfect misunderstandings of each other, 
have always been imperfect understandings of one 
Vedic truth. Shankara clasped the head of Vedic truth, 
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Ramanuja embraced its heart; but both the great 
disputants were dazzled by their adoration of the body 
of one veiled deity. Our greatest modern minds are 
mere tributaries of the old Rishis. This very Shankara 
who seems to us a giant, had only a fragment of their 
knowledge. Buddha wandered away on a byepath of 
their universal kingdom. In our own day Ramakrishna 
lived in his being and concretised in his talk, Vivek- 
ananda threw out into brilliance of manysided thought 
and eloquent speech the essence of ancient Veda. The 
Veda was the beginning of our spiritual knowledge; the 
Veda will remain its end. These compositions of an 
unknown antiquity are as the many breasts of the 
eternal Mother of knowledge from which our succeed- 
ing ages have all been fed.... 

The recovery of the perfect truth of the Veda is 
therefore not merely a desideratum for our modern 
intellectual curiosity, but a practical necessity for the 
future of the human race. For I believe firmly that the 
secret concealed in the Veda, when entirely discovered, 
will be found to formulate perfectly that knowledge 
and practice of a divine life to which the march of 
humanity, after long wanderings in the satisfaction of 
the intellect and senses, must inevitably return and is 
actually at the present day, in the impulses of its 
vanguard, tending more and more, but vaguely and 
blindly, to return. If we can set our feet on the path, not 
vaguely and blindly, but in the full light that streamed 
so brilliantly and grandiosely on the inner sight of our 
distant forefathers, our speed will be more rapid and 
our arrival more triumphant. 


Ww 
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A Call to the Nation 


A nation is building in India today before the eyes of 
the world so swiftly, so palpably that all can watch the 
process and those who have sympathy ‘and intuition 
distinguish the forces at work, the materials in use, the 
lines of the divine architecture. This nation is not a 
new race raw from the workshop of Nature or created 
by modern circumstances. One of the oldest races and 
greatest civilisations on this earth, the most indomi- 
table in vitality, the most fecund in greatness, the 
deepest in life, the most wonderful in potentiality, after 
taking into itself numerous sources of strength from 
foreign strains of blood and other types of human 
civilisation, is now seeking to lift itself for good into an 
organised national unity. Formerly a congeries of 
kindred nations with a single life and a single culture, 
always by the law of this essential oneness tending to 
unity, always by its excess of fecundity engendering 
fresh diversities and divisions, it has never yet been 
able to overcome permanently the almost insuperable 
obstacles to the organisation of a continent. The time 
has now come when those obstacles can be overcome. 
The attempt which our race has been making through- 
out its long history, it will now make under entirely 
new circumstances.... We believe that it is sure to 
succeed because the freedom, unity and greatness of 
India have now become necessary to the world.... We 
believe that God is with us and in that faith we shall 
conquer. We believe that humanity needs us and it is 
the love and service of humanity, of our country, of the 
race, of our religion that will purify our heart and 
inspire our action in the struggle. 
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The task we set before ourselves is not mechanical 
but moral and spiritual. We aim not at the alteration of 
a form of government but at the building up of a nation. 
Of that task politics is a part, but only a part. We shall 
devote ourselves not to politics alone, nor to social 
questions alone, nor to theology or philosophy or 
literature or science by themselves, but we include all 
these in one entity which we believe to be all-important, 
the dharma, the national religion which we also believe 
to be universal. There is a mighty law of life, a great 
principle of human evolution, a body of spiritual 
knowledge and experience of which India has always 
been destined to be guardian, exemplar and mission- 
ary. This is the sanatana dharma, the eternal religion. 
Under the stress of alien impacts she has largely lost 
hold not of the structure of that dharma, but of its living 
reality. For the religion of India is nothing if it is not 
lived. It has to be applied not only to life, but to the 
whole of life; its spirit has to enter into and mould our 
society, our politics, our literature, our science, our 
individual character, affections and aspirations. To 
understand the heart of this dharma, to experience it as 
a truth, to feel the high emotions to which it rises and 
to express and execute it in life is what we understand 
by Karmayoga. We believe that it is to make the yoga 
the ideal of human life that India rises today; by the 
yoga she will get the strength to realise her freedom, 
unity and greatness, by the yoga she will keep the 
strength to preserve it. It is a spiritual revolution we 
foresee and the material is only its shadow and reflex. 

The European sets great store by machinery. He 
seeks to renovate humanity by schemes of society and 
systems of government; he hopes to bring about the 
millennium by an act of Parliament. Machinery is of 
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great importance, but only as a working means for the 
spirit within, the force behind. The nineteenth century 
in India aspired to political emancipation, social 
renovation, religious vision and rebirth, but it failed 
because it adopted Western motives and methods, 
ignored the spirit, history and destiny of Our race and 
thought that by taking over European education, 
European machinery, European organisation and 
equipment we should reproduce in ourselves European 
prosperity, energy and progress. We of the twentieth 
century reject the aims, ideals and methods of the 
anglicised nineteenth, precisely because we accept its 
experience. We refuse to make an idol of the present; 
we look before and after, backward to the mighty 
history of our race, forward to the grandiose history for 
which that destiny has prepared it.... 

India is destined to work out her own indepen- 
dent life and civilisation, to stand in the forefront 
of the world and solve the political, social, economic 
and moral problems which Europe has failed to solve, 
yet the pursuit of which and the feverish passage in 
that pursuit from experiment to experiment, from 
failure to failure she calls her progress. Our means 
must be as great as our ends and the strength to 
discover and use the means so as to attain the end can 
only be found by seeking the eternal source of strength 
in ourselves. 

We do not believe that by changing the machinery 
so as to make our society the ape of Europe we shall 
effect social renovation. Widow-remarriage, substitu- 
tion of class for caste, adult-marriage, intermarriages, 
interdining and the other nostrums of the social re- 
former are mechanical changes which, whatever their 
merits or demerits, cannot by themselves save the soul 
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of the nation alive or stay the course of degradation 
and decline. It is the spirit alone that saves, and only 
by becoming great and free in heart can we become 
socially and politically great and free. 

We do not believe that by multiplying new sects 
limited within the narrower and inferior ideas of 
religion imported from the West or by creating organi- 
sations for the perpetuation of the mere dress and body 
of Hinduism we can recover our spiritual health, 
energy and greatness.... 

Our aim will be to help in building up India for the 
sake of humanity — this is the spirit of the Nationalism 
which we profess and follow. We say to humanity: 
“The time has come when you must take the great step 
and rise out of a material existence into the higher, 
deeper and wider life towards which humanity moves. 
The problems which have troubled mankind can only 
be solved by conquering the kingdom within, not by 
harnessing the forces of Nature to the service of com- 
fort and luxury, but by mastering the forces of the 
intellect and the spirit, by vindicating the freedom of 
man within as well as without and by conquering from 
within external Nature. For that work the resurgence of 
Asia is necessary, therefore Asia rises.... 

We say to the nation: “It is God’s will that we 
should be ourselves and not Europe. We have sought to 
regain life by following the law of another being than 
our own. We must return and seek the sources of life 
and strength within ourselves. We must know our past 
and recover it for the purposes of our future. Our busi- 
ness is to realise ourselves first and to mould every- 
thing to the law of India’s eternal life and nature.’’ 


wv 
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Sri Aurobindo, 1950 


The Right Remedy 


India can best develop herself and serve humanity by 
being herself and following the law of her own nature. 
This does not mean, as some narrowly and blindly 
suppose, the rejection of everything new that comes to 
us in the stream of Time or happens to have been first 
developed or powerfully expressed by the West. Such 
an attitude would be intellectually absurd, physically 
impossible and, above all, unspiritual; true spirituality 
rejects no new light, no added means or materials of 
our human self-development. It means simply to keep 
our centre, our essential way of being, our inborn 
nature and assimilate to it all we receive, and evolve 
out of it all we do and create. Religion has been a 
central preoccupation of the Indian mind; some have 
told us that too much religion ruined India, precisely 
because we made the whole of life religion or religion 
the whole of life, we have failed in life and gone under. 
I will not answer, adopting the language used by the 
poet in a slightly different connection, that our fall 
does not matter and that the dust in which India lies is 
sacred. The fall, the failure does matter, and to lie in 
the dust is no sound position for man or nation. But the 
reason assigned is not the true one. If the majority of 
Indians had indeed made the whole of their lives 
religion in the true sense of the word, we should not be 
where we are now; it was because their public life 
became most irreligious, egoistic, self-seeking, mate- 
rialistic that they fell. It is possible, that on one side we 
deviated too much into an excessive religiosity, that is 
to say, an excessive externalism of ceremony, rule, 
routine, mechanical worship, on the other into a too 
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world-shunning asceticism which drew away the best 
minds who were thus lost to society instead of standing 
like the ancient Rishis as its spiritual support and its 
illuminating life-givers. But the root of the matter was 
the dwindling of the spiritual impulse in its generality 
and broadness, the decline of intellectual activity and 
freedom, the waning of great ideals, the loss of the gust 
of life. 

Perhaps there was too much of religion in one 
sense; the word is English, smacks too much of things 
external such as creeds, rites, an external piety; there is 
no one Indian equivalent. But if we give rather to 
religion the sense of the following of the spiritual 
impulse in its fullness and define spirituality as the 
attempt to know and live in the highest self, the divine, 
the all-embracing unity and to raise life in all its parts 
to the divinest possible values, then it is evident that 
there was not too much of religion, but rather too little 
of it — and in what there was, a too one-sided and 
therefore insufficiently ample tendency. The right 
remedy is not to belittle still farther the agelong ideal of 
India, but to return to its old amplitude and give it a 
still wider scope, to make in very truth all the life of the 
nation a religion in this high spiritual sense. This is the 
direction in which the philosophy, poetry, art of the 
West is, still more or less obscurely, but with an 
increasing light, beginning to turn, and even some faint 
glints of the truth are beginning now to fall across 
political and sociological ideals. India has the key to 
the knowledge and conscious application of the ideal; 
what was dark to her before in its application, she can 
now, with a new light, illumine; what was wrong and 
wry in her old methods she can now rectify... 
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Shun all lowness, narrowness and shallowness in 
religious thought and experience. Be wider than the 
widest horizons, be loftier than the highest Kan- 
chanjungha, profounder than the deepest oceans. 


* 


Each religion has helped mankind. Paganism in- 
creased in man the light of beauty, the largeness and 
height of his life, his aim at a many-sided perfection; 
Christianity gave him some vision of divine love and 
charity; Buddhism has shown hima noble way to be 
wiser, gentler, purer; Judaism and Islam how to be 
religiously faithful in action and zealously devoted 
to God; Hinduism has opened to him the largest and 
profoundest spiritual possibilities.... 


* 


All religions have saved a number of souls, but none 
yet has been able to spiritualise mankind. For that 
there is needed not cult and creed, but a sustained 
and all-comprehending effort at spiritual self-evo- 
lution. 
* 

The changes we see in the world today are intel- 
lectual, moral, physical in their ideal and intention: 
the spiritual revolution waits for its hour and throws 
up meanwhile its waves here and there. Until it 
comes the sense of the others cannot be understood 
and till then all interpretations of present happening 
and forecast of man’s future are vain things. For its 
nature, power, event are that which will determine 
the next cycle of our humanity. 
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Man in the Indian idea is a spirit veiled in the works of 
energy, moving to self-discovery, capable of Godhead. 
He is a soul that is growing through Nature to conscious 
self-hood; he is a divinity and an eternal existence; he 
is an ever-flowing wave of the God-ocean, an inextin- 
guishable spark of the supreme Fire. Even, he is in his 
uttermost reality identical with the ineffable Trans- 
cendence from which he came and greater than the 
godheads whom he worships. The natural half-animal 
creature that for a while he seems to be is not at all his 
whole being and is not in any way his real being. His 
inmost reality is the divine Self or at least one dynamic 
eternal portion of it, and to find that and exceed his 
outward, apparent, natural self is the greatness of 
which he alone of terrestrial beings is capable. He has 
the spiritual capacity to pass to a supreme and extra- 
ordinary pitch of manhood... 

— Sri Aurobindo 
(The Foundations of Indian Culture, 


Cent. ed. Vol. 14, p. 98) 
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